village of Iranduba, about 40 km southeast of Açutuba. There they partially excavated the largest of 10 low, humanmade mounds dating from about A.D. 900. They found a burial urn and its occupant in the center of the mound and eight more bodies 10 meters away, all nine apparently interred at the same time. Believing it unlikely that the group's first small dig hit the only concentration of human remains, Neves argues that the entire mound is likely to be full of burials-hundreds of them. "That suggests thousands of people lived here," he says.
Another indication of the site's population, Neves notes, is the huge number of ceramic fragments in the mound, many of which seem to have been deliberately smashed to build up its surface. According to a "rough, back of the envelope-type" calculation by Petersen, who specializes in ceramics, this single mound might contain more than 40 million potsherds. "Think of the industry required to produce that much pottery," Neves says. "Then they just smash it. Look at the way they piled up this good soil-it's all wasteful behavior. I don't think scarcity was a problem here." After the Central Amazon Project published its initial findings, Meggers sharply attacked them last fall in the journal Latin American Antiquity. Charging that the team members had ignored data from long-term, Smithsonianbacked surveys, she argued that they had confused multiple small reoccupations of the same site with continuous large occupation. The Central Amazon Project replied that the surveys, many of which remain unpublished, mainly involved "brief episodes of fieldwork at small samples … along vast stretches of major rivers," not the detailed work they had performed.
Even larger than the terra preta site at Açutuba is a deposit on a long bluff overlooking the mouth of the Tapajós, a lower Amazon tributary near the present-day town of Santarém. First mapped in the 1960s by Wim Sombroek, former director of the International Soil Reference and Information Center in Wageningen, the Netherlands, the zone of terra preta is more than 7 km long and 1 km wide, suggesting widespread human habitation. Indeed, when Orellana passed by the Tapajós, he reported that so many people poured down from the bluffs to meet him that the expedition turned tail and fled.
The plateau has never been carefully excavated, but observations by geographers William I. Woods of Southern Illinois University, Edwardsville, and Joseph McCann of the New School University in New York City indicate that most of the Tapajós site is filled with ceramics-much like Açutuba, but even larger. If the agriculture practiced there was roughly as intensive as in the most complex cultures in precontact North America, Woods estimates, "you'd be talking about 200,000 to 400,000 people a few centuries before the Spanish came"-a city about the same size as Tenochtitlán, the Aztec capital, which then was probably the biggest city in the world. "Think of it," says Woods, "a population on the same order as Tenochtitlán, at about the same time, here at the mouth of a river nobody has even heard of." -C.C.M.
Ancient abundance. Archaeologist Eduardo Góes Neves examines abundant ceramic fragments near Iranduba, Brazil.
